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County Agent’s Notes:
Potent Pathogen Prey On Pretty Plants
By: Dr. Ernie Flint, Area Specialized Agent
Mississippi State University Extension Service
Those who read the articles written by my colleague who wears the floppy hat and pony
tail may get the impression that the Extension Service has folded the tent, so to speak. Things
have changed, to be sure, but we are still kicking. Another retiree and friend summed it up very
well when he said that he was “removing his hand from the bucket of water into which it had
been inserted for over 25 years, and that the void so created would quickly repair itself.”
Our newly named Director, Dr. Joe McGilberry, has “directed” that we carry on with
meeting the needs of clientele as those needs are seen. That’s why I am writing about a disease
of ornamental plants while officially working with agronomic crops. This is information I feel
will be useful to you as homeowners.
Oak Root Rot; that’s what we commonly call it. But it affects many other woody shrubs
and trees besides oaks. Some of its more common victims include Leyland Cypress, Photina or
red-top, Bradford Pear, fruit trees, and roses. The first symptom is a “pekid” appearance, with
leaves going off-color, then yellow and brown. This effect is caused by a shutdown of the root
system, and consequent reduction in uptake of water and nutrients. The tree does not die
immediately, taking weeks are even months for the disease to completely destroy the root
system.
An example of the effect of Oak Root Rot was the row of beautiful Leyland Cypress trees
that were planted along the east side of the First Methodist Church in Kosciusko. As you will
recall, almost all of these trees died at the same time following the application of raw wood
mulch that had not been composted. The Armillaria fungus was obviously present in this mulch,
and attacked the trees within a few weeks of application. A row of the same trees along the north
side of the property was not mulched, and is still in good condition. The take-home message in
this is that this type of mulching material should be fully composted before use.
During the past few years, we have seen a number of Bradford Pear trees die as a result
of Oak Root Rot. These trees appear to be very susceptible to attack by the disease, and where
planted in rows, the organism may be transmitted from one plant to the next via roots that make
contact in the soil, so an entire row of trees may ultimately be lost to the problem. To avoid this,
stay away from uncomposted wood mulch materials.
Healthy trees are less susceptible to Oak Root Rot. Shrubs and trees planted into areas
with poor soil are very susceptible. Using native species that are adapted to our soils is probably
the best way to avoid the disappointment of having a valued tree wilt and die right before your
eyes. There is no recommended treatment for this disease, the quick removal and destruction of
the affected plant being the best way to avoid spread to other trees in the area.
The quickest way to diagnose Oak Root Rot is to dig into the soil at the base of the plant
and look for white fungal growth on the base of the plant. The fungus is very white and
conspicuous as being a disease-causing organism. When you see this snowy white growth, you
will know that the plant is being attacked and should likely be removed, especially if it is near
other valuable plants.
Call our office at or if you need more information on this or other
questions. During this time of transition, your question may be referred to other specialists, but
we will make every effort to help you. Be sure to give us good information on how to reach you
by phone, mail, FAX, or e-mail. Thanks for your time.
